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Abstract  
This paper evaluates the constructivist teaching in the interdisciplinary masters in design at the Faculty of Architecture, Art & 
Design, Notre Dame University – Louaizé, Lebanon. This programme merges students from different design disciplines and 
promotes the construction of new interdisciplinary knowledge. The programme fosters enhanced learning and focuses on theory 
supporting design practice in an interdisciplinary approach. Active learning through courses allows individual student’s 
development needs. Moreover, students are exposed to asynchronous learning combining globally implemented design education 
with the Lebanese requirements. This paper briefly illustrates and assesses the contribution of the teaching methods to the 
students’ design development. 
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1. Introduction  
This paper presents the experience of a postgraduate design programme at the Faculty of Architecture, Art & 
Design at the Notre Dame University – Louaizé in Lebanon. In this programme a constructivist teaching 
methodology within an interdisciplinary design teaching approach is implemented in order to support individual 
student development and broaden the classroom environment beyond the confines of a single design discipline. The 
paper presents the conceptual framework behind the constructivist teaching approach, the approach’s 
implementation in the various programme courses, and uses student work as illustrations. Further, an assessment of 
the course is presented along with some recommendations based on this experience. 
Students joining the masters in design programme have generally enrolled on a part-time basis while they 
practise their own design professions. Accordingly, they have already acquired and accumulated introductory and 
comprehensive knowledge in the previous undergraduate design degree and are equipped with information and skills 
from the different fields related to each design disciplines. Students are thus expected to communicate their designs 
to professionals in the broader context. This makes it appropriate to implement an interdisciplinary constructivist 
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approach where students are free to generate their own construct based on previously acquired knowledge (Harris, 
1998; Gold, 2001). Ormond (1999) considers constructivist learning as a social activity associated with other human 
beings, teachers and peers. Conversations, interaction with others and collaborations are an integral aspect of 
learning. Such communication is further enhanced through interdisciplinary or transdisciplinary approaches, which 
are briefly defined in the following. 
Within a sustainable and comprehensive teaching philosophy, the interdisciplinary approach is sought to 
complement design projects through the combination of knowledge and methods acquired in the various design 
fields. This is in contrast to a multidisciplinary approach that provides multiple views based on the various 
disciplines, yet the design output remains limited to each discipline (Leblanc, 2009). Also, the cross-disciplinary 
approach represents a coordinated endeavour of several disciplines on one project, without necessarily exchange and 
integration (Salmons and Wilson, 2007). Moreover, a transdisciplnary approach overcomes disciplinary barriers and 
seeks complete the merging and generation of an innovative body of knowledgebase within new holistic thinking 
(Leblanc, 2009; Salmons and Wilson, 2007). At this stage, the Masters’ programme follows an interdisciplinary 
approach. 
 
2.  A Constructivist Approach to Teaching in an Interdisciplinary Design 
Programme 
 
Traditional teaching and learning is based on content and considers education pre-established and unchangeable 
pouring into the container-learner. Teachers implement a unilateral rather than bilateral, participatory learning. The 
learner’s sole purpose is receiving, and storing the content as truths rather than critically reflecting (Garito 2000, 
Mady and El Asmar, 2012). Constructivist teaching and learning is process driven and requires the abandonment of 
the teacher’s old figure seen as the absolute repository and transmitter of knowledge and the lonely actor of the 
educational process. The new role is a teacher-directed learning that designs scenarios and cooperates with learners 
in together achieving an educational process that is respectful of different learning styles (Garito, 2000; Gold, 2001). 
Mahoney (1991: 97) defines constructivism as “an approach to teaching and learning based on the premise that 
cognition (learning) is the result of mental construction. In other words, students learn by fitting new information 
together with what they already know”.         
The Master of Art in Design (MAD) programme under discussion is an interdisciplinary programme that 
combines several disciplines, fields of study or professions. The programme allows students with a design 
background to pursue their individual interests, and develop individual skills. Salmons and Wilson (2007) introduce 
three levels to the interdisciplinary teaching/learning process: Interchange is the first level of interaction where the 
personal educational background of each student and the instructors allows viewing the problem at hand from a 
different lens and introducing therefore related discipline’s knowledge and processes. Interweave is the second level 
where the problem is solved by weaving together parts of disciplines or elements to create a new solution to the 
problem. Salmons and Wilson (2007) describe this process as “intellectual pluralism; borrowing tools, methods, 
concepts, models or paradigms from other fields”. Innovate is the third level of the learning/teaching process, and 
co-creation of new knowledge occurs. At this stage, the learner examines different organisational and social issues 
in an interdisciplinary manner that affects their learning process (Salmons and Wilson, 2007). 
The curriculum is structured to build new knowledge upon the background of graduate students enrolled in the 
programme. Westbrook (2003) describes interdisciplinary research as "the purposeful weaving together of two or 
more disciplines that are usually considered to be quite unconnected in order to reach a new understanding, create a 
new academic end product or advance research on a particular question." Here the emphasis is being given to the 
relationship between theoretical concepts and the practical realisation of a problem. There is a need to become 
familiar with the cultural assumptions, language, and the organization of knowledge in the "other" disciplines 
(Westbrook, 2003). .A common platform is hence built through two theoretical courses tackling contemporary and 
cultural issues in design each of which is followed by one design studio courses. Design studios are practical 
applications of the theoretical information developed in the previous courses. The projects proposed are of 
interdisciplinary nature and emphasis is placed on the Lebanese social, political, cultural, environmental and 
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economical contexts. Furthermore, a seminar course dealing with special topics related to current trends and opening 
problematic current issues from design and other disciplines is offered to widen students knowledge and exploratory 
skills. A two parts thesis is then developed by the student. The subjects are not limited to design but students are 
encouraged to propose thesis topics that relate to the previously mentioned areas. The following sub-sections briefly 
describe and give examples of the mentioned courses   
 
2.1. Special Topic: Design Activism 
This course explores topics of current interest. The topic proposed for Spring 2011 and 2012 was Design 
Activism. The course examines the dialectic connection between activism and design practice as well as the politics 
and ethics of engaging in activism in the context of design. How can designers become active agents in making 
positive changes in the world? How can design be part of a movement for social and environmental justice? How 
can activism reinvigorate the social practice of design? (Alastair, 2009) These questions are among the subjects 
investigated in the course. Accordingly, the course starts with introductory sessions defining the “capitals 
framework” of activism, the effect of the latter on design and accordingly design activism.  
The environmental dimension is introduced as an example through the projection of DVDs such as “An 
Inconvenient Truth”, “Home”, and “The Story of Stuff”. Students are then required to develop a paper comparing 
the three documentaries to discuss the visual and verbal tools used by the producers to convey the environmental 
message.  
Following this exercise students are then asked to propose and research a problematic environmental, social, 
cultural, and political issues as a case study related to Lebanon and the development of a design project in an activist 
mode aiming at raising awareness, and investigating solutions. Each student introduces their peers and instructor to 
the problem at hand in the form of a capacity building and discussion workshop. The case study is then developed 
into a full paper with the objective of introducing the problematic issue and related design approach. A project is 
then produced by the student as a visual application to the theoretical paper. “Miseld by Design” (figure 1), a project 
aiming to draw attention to misleading visual communication on packaging, and “User Generated Content Website 
at the Basis of Socio-Political Activism: The Case of Egyptian Revolution 2011” are two among the topics 
developed by students in the course. 
 
 
                                     
 
Figure 1. Special Topic: 3 posters illustrating students’ research topics “Misled by Design” 
                   
2.2. Cultural Issues in Design 
The course considers the relevance of culture to design particularly in the Lebanese context. It consists of an 
introduction to recent theories in various disciplines concerning the cultural understanding of design. This seeks 
534   Jean-Pierre El Asmar and Christine Mady /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  93 ( 2013 )  531 – 538 
cultural literacy by introducing the evolution of culture (technology and ideology) with a focus on the 20th century 
modern and postmodern cultures. The aim is for the student to acquire skills in cultural critique whereby key 
thinkers and key cultural notions will be introduced and discussed (with no preference, thinkers such as De Certeau, 
Jameson, Deleuze, Maalouf, Derrida, Said, Sontag, Venturi, Baudrillard, McLuhan, Foster, Bay, Zizek and other 
will be referred to. Moreover, notions such as narration, capitalism, Marxism, image, identity, information age, 
globalisation, disneyfication are discussed). These names and notions are then investigated and researched in the 
Lebanese culture. Design is accordingly read as a cultural subject.  
Besides the lectures, the course is mainly structured around readings and class discussion following short 
presentations by students. A term paper is required at the end of the semester dealing with a culture-design question 
relevant to the Lebanese context. The course also includes guest lecturers and visits to cultural events.  
 
2.3. Contemporary Issues in Design 
This course aims to develop the critical reading of text on contemporary design issues in various disciplines, and 
from the environmental, economic and social perspectives. This is achieved through a tripartite course structure that 
starts with the identification of contemporary issues in various design disciplines through readings and discussions. 
This is followed by the development of critical views on contemporary design issues through argumentation, 
justification and support with evidence from research and readings. Finally, an application of international 
contemporary design issues in the Lebanese context is approached through seminars discussing specific Lebanese 
design issues. 
During this process, students are guided in the analysis of their readings and the preparation for their papers, 
seminars and posters. Based on a selected topic of interest, students discuss and debate contemporary design issues 
giving illustrations, and leading a roundtable discussion with their colleagues. This participatory approach allows for 
exchange and weaving of knowledge that comes from their various design disciplines. The outcome of this course is 
to further equip students with transferable skills including: developing interdisciplinary theoretical framework to 
support their design process through the analysis of key factors affecting various design disciplines; building on 
awareness and application of sustainable design within the built environment, and improving their verbal and written 
communication skills for a variety of audiences. 
 The themes chosen for this course include cultural multiplicity, financial constraints and environmental 
considerations. Further within this framework, various design agendas are examined based on case studies of design 
offices in Lebanon and worldwide with the purpose of expanding students’ horizons. 
At the end of the semester and for the final assignment, students are required to design a poster communicating 
the topic of their selected research. The poster evaluation criteria are set by the students in class. Figure 2 illustrates 
the student posters on two research topics: elaboration of package designs for the visually impaired in Lebanon, and 
designing with the people through a participatory approach in the Lebanese context. Both approaches are new to this 
context. 
 
2.4. The Design Studios 
This course is a continuation of Contemporary Issues in Design, and Cultural Issues in Design over two 
semesters. The course is conducted in the form of an application on the issues discussed in the preceding theory 
courses, namely cultural multiplicity, technological advancement, economic constraints and environmental 
considerations within a sustainable approach to design. Hence, the courses are similar in their structure, while they 
vary in content and focus. 
These studios aim to integrate students’ critical reading of contemporary design issues into a design framework in 
which various design approaches are combined and innovative outputs are tested within design projects in the 
Lebanese context. 
The course is structured to incorporate both individual and group work and allow for the exchange of knowledge 
and skills among participating students of the various design disciplines. At first, the course is based on group work, 
where students work in pairs to set the conceptual framework for developing the project. This is followed by 
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individual work allowing students to further explore specific topics and produce their individual projects. In parallel 
with these two activities runs a task involving the class as a whole. It comprises the documentation of the output for 
the project categories. It is therefore important that the students allocate enough time for this phase throughout the 
semester in order to achieve the required output at the end of the course. Through this process, students are 
supported to develop skills of establishing conceptual frameworks, build on tools for the application of design 
projects, and improve their verbal and written communication skills for a variety of audiences. 
The course encourages students to explore the role of design, with a focus on a selected contemporary design 
issue, respond to different design agendas through interdisciplinary design work, and address the Lebanese design 
practices and their specific characteristics in an innovative manner. 
In contrast to the related theory course, teaching is centred on students’ discussions and collaborative work within 
the class environment. The instructors are only moderators who give advice when needed and keep track of the 
project progress in relation to meeting its goals within the allocated timeframe. 
In this paper, two studio topics are briefly presented. The first relates to the notion of orientalism as part of 
cultural theory (Easthope and McGowan, 2004), and the second to educating Lebanese designers on how to design 
in a sustainable manner. 
The first project entitled ‘The Orient Express’ is based on the assumption that learning for any individual is 
affected by society, culture, traditions, and worldly circumstances. Moreover, learning is influenced by schools, 
libraries, and governments (Said, 2000; 1978). Furthermore, Said (2004; 1978) states that orientalism is reflected in 
writings, visions, and studies and becomes a system of representation, a school of interpretation reflecting the 
European experience in the Orient. 
In the project, students are guided to orientalists’ literature (Macfie, 2000), and are asked to link that to Lebanon. 
The purpose is to answer several questions related to Lebanese design disciplines in terms of their view towards the 
orient and occident, experiencing their designs as a local or a foreigner, and reflecting the Lebanese reality through 
design. Figure 3 illustrates two student projects that deal with labelling products with Arabic fonts, and making 
dictionary entries for ‘Arabised’ foreign words respectively. Both projects are innovative reactions to the Lebanse 
context. 
 
 Students researched various components of sustainability including the environment, society, the economy, and 
labour, and designed a studio environment, the characters in a Lebanese designer office, and the various game 
stages. This project was the result of collaboration among design students with graphic animation, graphic design, 
interior design, and architecture backgrounds. 
 
2.5. The Master’s Thesis 
The master thesis extends for one year and consists of two parts (thesis I and thesis II). Thesis I includes a 
research in the form of a comprehensive written document that will complement the visual work to be undertaken in 
Thesis II. The two components interrelate to support the theories, hypothesis and conclusions. Following the 
submittal of an academic written proposal the student is assigned an advisory committee of three professors. A main 
advisor from the design field, the two other readers are chosen and assigned from other disciplines in relevance to 
the proposed topic. Furthermore, the students are not from the same departments and design field. Three examples 
are introduced here to show how the thesis topic reflects interdisciplinary teaching/learning. 
 “Reactive Political Graphiti: Beirut, People Unite for “The Truth”” is a Master Thesis fulfilled by Ms. Patricia 
Barakat (Graphic Designer) in 2008. The interdisciplinary advisory committee was composed of an advisor from the 
Department of Political Sciences, enabling the student to better understand and interpret political issues related to 
the event, and two readers from the Department of Graphic Design, facilitating student’s interpretation of the visual 
messages    The aim of the thesis was “to analyze and interpret the people’s communication of worries, desires, 
political interest, frustrations, and taboos through the study of graffiti in a particular time of history and selected 
place” (Barakat, 2011).  
“Acts Unnoticed: Street Happenings, A Daily Environmental Theatre” is a Mater Thesis fulfilled in June 2012 by 
Ms. Reem Rihani (Architect).The interdisciplinary advisory committee was composed of an expert in theatre studies 
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allowing the student to build a platform and knowledge related to theatre typologies and history, and two professors 
from the Department of Architecture facilitating the implementation by the student of an urban study. . The thesis 
field of research is an interdisciplinary junction, examining social interactions on the streets and various art 
movements with particular emphasis on Environmental theatre.               
“Humor in Design: How do Lebanese Use Humor in Visual Communication?” is a Master Thesis fulfilled by 
Ms. Rebecca Mourani  (Graphic Designer) in June 2012, and followed-up by an advisor from the Department of 
Architecture, a professor in Phylosophy from the Faculty of Humanities, and   reader from the Department of 
Graphic Design.. The main aim of the thesis is to explore humor within the different aspects of the Lebanese society, 
to highlight what makes Lebanese laugh, and consequently how humor and laughter can be used as tools to better 
communicate with an audience.      
 
3. Discussion 
 
The interactive and participatory approach in the Masters in Design extended to the assessment of the course. The 
discussion is based on the questionnaire distributed to the 2011 - 2012 postgraduate students registered for this 
programme. The results of this survey are used to evaluate the impact of this approach on the students’ learning 
outcomes. Questions regarding the benefit of an interdisciplinary course, development of a sustainable approach to 
design, the diversity of design projects and the extent of contribution to knowledge transfer and expansion were 
asked. The questionnaire also included an open-ended question where students could express further ideas on the 
programme. 
Regarding the interdisciplinary approach, the majority of students agreed that this has benefited them in their own 
design fields and encouraged them to think beyond the limits of their design discipline (Questions 1 to 5 in Figure 
5). Students unanimously agreed that the programme has promoted the development of their consideration of 
sustainability in design, in its various aspects (Question 6 in Figure 5). Similarly, the majority of students 
appreciated the diversity of design projects offered through the courses (Question 7 in Figure5). Moreover, students 
at large agreed that the programme has contributed to new knowledge and discourse in the design disciplines, and 
has offered them the challenge to investigate and produce intellectual and creative work within an interdisciplinary 
context (Questions 8 and 9 in Figure 5). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Results of the questionnaire survey for the programme students in 2012. Questions 6 and 7 were in 3 and 4 parts respectively 
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Regarding design thinking, students expressed that the programme broadened and deepened their thinking of 
design as a process as well as production, and made them aware of the role of other disciplines in the production 
process. Regarding design skills, some students indicated that the programme helped refine their skills; while others 
explained that they did not benefit much from the exchange with other design disciplines in terms of developing new 
skills as this approach was not integrated in the programme. 
Based on this survey, it is evident that the interdisciplinary approach has resulted in a different learning 
environment that went beyond the limits of one design discipline. However, this could be further enhanced through 
the application of transdisciplinary teaching that allows for further engagement in the various design skills 
pertaining to the different design disciplines involved in this programme. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
This paper presented the implementation of an interdisciplinary constructivist teaching approach during the 
Masters in Design programme. The aim was to provide an interactive, open-ended and learner-centred environment. 
This was achieved through various programme courses that provided wide exposure to design topics, and a variety 
of design projects in which several design disciplines were integrated. 
Working in an interdisciplinary environment provided students with a new framework for experimenting and 
exploring design beyond the boundaries of their fields. The programme showed that thinking and design production 
processes of students were enriched. Also, students worked more intensively on communicating their work to a 
broader audience, incorporating various design perspectives, and hence making a more significant impact within the 
broader setting. However, students expressed their need to go beyond disciplinary boundaries and form an 
innovative common ground through this programme, supporting the direction of transdisciplinarity. 
Based on this experience, recommendations are given to encourage the use of graphic tools, text and presentation 
to enhance various communication skills enabling different disciplines to collaborate on a design project in a 
laboratory environment, with the aim of transgressing to a transdisciplinary design environment. 
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